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Man's Changing Response to Temperature
Today man seems to flourish most in cyclonic regions where the mean
annual temperature is about 50°. This is almost exactly the temperature
of New York, Chicago, London, Paris, and Berlin. Most of the earliest
civilizations, on the other hand, arose in subtropical climates; and the
center of civilization has been gradually, but irregularly, moving toward
colder lands during the last 5,000 years. Sometimes, to be sure, the center
has returned equatorward, as happened when the Roman Empire was
waning. These backward movements into warmer regions have usually
coincided with a distinct decline of civilization. It appears, therefore,
thatj up to a certain point, the higher the civilization, the cooler the cli-
mate in which it flourishes most vigorously.
The explanation of this apparent law seems to lie in the following facts:
(1) As the human race has risen in civilization it has learned how to
conquer the low temperature of northern winters by better clothing and
food, by tighter houses, and by the use of fuel, stoves, furnaces, window
glass, and other appliances. Thus low temperature has become less and
less of a handicap, while prolonged heat, such as is experienced in the old
centers of civilization during the summers, is still almost as much of a
handicap to civilized man as it was to savages. Hence civilization tends
to move northward as men learn how to dwell comfortably in colder lands.
(2) The earlier civilizations were based almost wholly on a primitive
type of agriculture with poor tools and only the crudest kind of plows.
Even such common tools as iron axes were clumsy, scarce, and hard to
sharpen, while metal saws, chisels, and hammers were unknown to prac-
tically all the peasants. With such equipment it is especially difficult
to clear hardwood forests and get rid of turfy grasses. Regions with the
Mediterranean type of climate do not have large forests, and their grasses
tend to be small bunchy types which can easily be uprooted by hand, or
by plows which are merely pointed sticks of wood. The mild winters
in such climates make it easy to raise winter wheat and barley. The dry
•summers foster such unusually valuable crops as olives and grapes. They
also make it easy to raise an abundance of fruits and even vegetables if
water is available for irrigation. The hills which cannot be cultivated pro-
vide broad natural pastures where cattle, sheep, and goats can be fed at all
seasons without any labor for clearing the forest, and without the danger
of loss which is great where animals are pastured in unfenced forests.
Thus many conditions combine to make the Mediterranean regions a
place where agriculture is especially easy and profitable for primitive
farmers. The cyclonic type of climate, on the contrary, fosters the growth
of hardwood forests and of grasses that soon make a tough turf unless
the fields are carefully weeded and well plowed. Long experience and

